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Book Reviews

Barry Tharaud, trans., Beowulf, University of Colorado Press, 1990, 187 pp.,
ill., map, charts, $14.95.
The Old English epic Beowulf has inspired about forty modern
English verse and prose translations for the general reader, nonspecialist
student, and specialist. Barry Tharaud's prose translation finds its place in
that cornucopia as a readable and enjoyable version for nonnative speakers
as well as nonspecialist and nonacademic readers. Because Tharaud considers his work introductory to further study of Beowulf, he caters to the
modern reader's preference for prose, emphasizing the narrative instead of
the poetic qualities of the work. He divides the book into a prologue and
twenty-four chapters, instead of the original forty-three fitts, organized into
three parts of eight chapters each, corresponding to Beowulf's three fights.
The translator succeeds in transforming the alliterative, accretive
style of the Anglo-Saxon poetry into readable prose by adding much
syntactically connective tissue and by avoiding imitating Old English
style and grammar. While being "faithful" to the "spirit of the work" (14),
the translation further keeps its promise to its target audience by giving
precedence to simple, Anglo-Saxon diction, in contrast to some translations' reliance on latinate words. Although Tharaud forgoes a scholarly
apparatus, he assists the nonspecialist reader with a brief introduction,
putting Beowulf into the context of Germanic heroic culture and of
Anglo-Saxon poetry; he supplies a map, a genealogical chart, and a helpful
pronunciation guide and index to proper names.
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Tharaud also embeds some pertinent historical and literary information in the text itself, as for instance in chapter 7, "The Saga of Finn,"
to provide greater narrative continuity. He justifies this integrative and
interpretative method as a clarification of the "basic Anglo-Saxon values
that pervade the poem" (n), a method that can elucidate larger contexts,
as he purports it does in his elaboration of a hint in the scene between
Wealhtheow and Beowulf Tharaud emphasizes words and deeds, which
he considers the heart of heroic society and a theme centralized in the
feast after the Grendel fight. While this method of elaboration generally
works well, Tharaud is occasionally enigmatic. For instance, he exempts
Beowulf from the contradictions inherent in heroic society and labels
him "superhuman'' and "semidivine" (2r), and he fails to clarify fully what
he means by the "moral forcefulness of the original poem" and how the
"Anglo-Saxon moral" (30) influence is still evident in our modern culture.
These few negatives, decidedly the by-products of Tharaud's restrictive focus, do not mar an otherwise commendable translation, the appeal
of which is enhanced by the eight stark, vaguely cubist lithographs by
Rockwell Kent. Tharaud's choice of Kent is both sagacious and reflective
of his approach to the poem, since Kent expresses in his art a "'story
telling quality"' (176) that complements the text. Casual readers will be
well served by the art and simplicity of this tasteful book.
Anita Obermeier
Arizona State University

Robert Levine, trans., France before Charlemagne: A Translation from the
Grandes Chroniques, Studies in French Civilization 3, Edwin Mellen Press;
1990, 287 pp., $89.95.
The Grandes Chroniques is primarily an eleventh-century version of
the fundamental chronicle of Merovingian Gaul, Gregory of Tours's socalled History of the Franks (Gregory was content to label his work Libri
decem historiae) plus the supplementary chronicle completed at the juncture
of the Merovingian and Carolingian eras, the Liber historiae Francorum.
Robert Levine's Introduction to the translation is vital for appreciating the significance of the relationship between "history" and "literature,"
which Levine discusses concisely. Levine's short introduction provides
almost all of the historical and literary analysis to be found in this volume,
since the 320 footnotes that accompany the translation are overwhelmingly

